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Hey, reader!





Thank you first of all for buying my book. And secondly thank you for taking the time off your day to read it.


I’ve been writing small stories and making up fantasy worlds since I was little, but they never really amounted to anything. Just recently I’ve got the burn to write again and build a universe of my liking.


This is hopefully the beginning of something grand and something you’re as passionate about as I am.


Thank you once again, and welcome to the galaxy.









PROLOGUE


DEATH OF AN EMPEROR


For over two hundred years, the Celestial Dominion held sway over the galaxy—a sprawling empire maintained by the unyielding strength of noble houses and their near-divine war machines, the Iron Knights. Yet every empire meets its demise. When Emperor Hadrian V is assassinated without leaving an heir, the galaxy shatters. The once-united great houses, intertwined by both loyalty and intense rivalry, now turn against one another in a bitter succession war.


Amid the ensuing chaos, Cipher Varos—a once-respected but now disgraced noble and Iron Knight pilot—and Selene Vornheim—a former rebel leader betrayed by her own people—find themselves irresistibly drawn into a conflict that surpasses simple political squabbles. As various factions battle for control, unseen forces stir in the background, their true motives hidden yet their impact unmistakable.


Together, Cipher and Selene form a reluctant alliance as they maneuver through a labyrinth of betrayal, ever-changing loyalties, and unforeseen terror. The galaxy's fate teeters on the brink, with their decisions poised to either salvage it from the looming darkness or see it swallowed whole.


Above Imperius Prime, the sky burned fiercely. Flames lapped at the spires of the Imperial Citadel—the former heart of the Celestial Dominion— while thick smoke choked the void, obscuring the stars. The majestic banners of House Tiberion, emblazoned with golden suns set against crimson fields, hung shredded and ragged over the marble steps. The city, once a shining symbol of civilization, had been transformed into a battleground.


Emperor Hadrian V was dead.


In the gloom of the throne room, Lord Regent Kael Ordos loomed over the emperor’s lifeless form, his armor stained with blood. The fallen ruler lay sprawled across the dark onyx floor, his eyes lost in emptiness and his chest still leaking the last vestiges of life. Surrounding him, the broken remnants of the royal guard stood as mute witnesses to his assassination.


Ordos lowered his blade, his eyes mirroring the flames flickering across the ruined chamber. A slow, ominous smile played on his lips as the weight of destiny settled upon him. He turned to face the gathered nobles, their faces drained of color, eyes wide with shock and terror.


“It begins,” he announced, his voice cold and echoing off the ancient stone walls. “The era of weakness ends with him. From these ashes, a new Dominion will arise.”


Yet, in the darkness beyond the light, unseen eyes observed with calculating precision. Faint, ancient whispers slithered through the shadows, resonating in the void. As Ordos turned away from the body of the last emperor, the first moves of a far grander game were already underway.









CHAPTER ONE


EMBERS OF WAR


The world of Voss-Kael had always thrived on violence. Cipher Varos stood amidst the wreckage of a fallen Iron Knight, his heavy breaths mingling with the howling, frigid wind that carried the faint cries of the dying and the sorrowful laments of unseen specters. It was as if the land itself mourned, its soil forever tainted by the blood of warriors who had fought for long-forgotten causes.


Closing his eyes, he felt the crushing weight of history bearing down on him—a relentless burden from which there was no escape. Faces of lost comrades, friends turned foes, and the vacant stares of those he couldn’t save flashed through his mind. Their voices, accusatory and pleading, echoed relentlessly within him.


Around him, shadows twisted into distorted shapes at the edge of his vision, only to vanish when he tried to confront them. With a determined shake of his head, he forced the eerie visions back, attempting to bury these ghosts deep within his mind—yet still, they lingered on the periphery, waiting to reclaim him. Beneath his feet, smoke spiraled from the ruined machine, its once-proud form now nothing more than scrap and molten slag. The battlefield stretched endlessly on all sides—hundreds of broken war machines, fallen soldiers, and the last hints of gunfire dissolved into the wind.


The wreckage groaned as the ground trembled under the distant impact of artillery. Cipher glanced down at his Iron Knight, Erebus—its obsidian plating scorched yet intact. Standing resolute amid the devastation, its armor was pockmarked with the scars of battle, a silent testimony to the brutal skirmish they had just survived.


Taking a deep, steadying breath as the harsh, acrid smell of smoke burned his nostrils, he prepared to descend when his comms suddenly crackled to life. A faint but unmistakable voice spoke, “Cipher Varos. If you’re listening, I need your help.”


In that instant, his blood turned cold. Selene Vornheim.


He knew he should walk away, let the past lay dead. But as his mind screamed to run, his heart betrayed him. After a brief moment’s hesitation, he climbed into Erebus’s cockpit, where the neural link sparked to life, recognizing its pilot. With a deep exhalation, he activated the ignition sequence and soared into the night, following the coordinates Selene had sent.


The past was far from finished with him.


As Erebus dissolved into the smoke-choked horizon, unseen figures watched from the shadows, silently waiting. The war was not over, and Cipher Varos had just stepped back onto the board. The past had caught up with him—and this time, there would be no running.
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Selene Vornheim stood alone on a windswept ridge, her cloak flapping wildly in the icy night air. Her eyes swept across the fractured horizon as shadows danced over the ruins below, and the wind whispered secrets through shattered stone. The fortress lay silent—a graveyard of shattered ambitions and forgotten dreams, remembered only by the lingering spirits.


The air was thick with the smell of decay and echoes of despair. She could almost hear the murmurs of those who once roamed these halls—their voices distorted by time and loss, recounting betrayal, broken oaths, and hope reduced to ash.


A shiver raced down her spine, an icy chill seeping into her very bones. Closing her eyes, she exhaled slowly, steadying herself against the heaviness of the past. This was not a burden she was meant to carry. She had come for a single purpose—to fight, to survive, and to bring down the Dominion.


Yet as she steeled her resolve, she couldn’t shake the sensation of unseen eyes watching her from the darkness, their cold gaze unyielding. The fortress was not empty; whatever lay within its walls was waiting.


The roar of thrusters shattered the silence as Selene turned to see Erebus descending from a smoke-laden sky, its landing marked by a thunderous crash on the plateau. Cipher’s Iron Knight had arrived, a dark silhouette against the flickering sky. The cockpit hissed open, and Cipher emerged, his eyes immediately locking with hers.


For a long, heavy moment, neither spoke. The wind howled between them, carrying with it echoes of the past.


“You came,” Selene stated, her voice steady yet conflicted.


Cipher’s expression remained unreadable. “I shouldn’t have.”


“But you did,” Selene replied, her gaze hardening.


He looked away, his shoulders tense. “What do you want, Selene?”


After a brief pause, her voice softened, “I need your help.”


Cipher clenched his jaw. “You’ve got a lot of nerve.”


“I don’t have a choice,” she admitted, her eyes softening. “And neither do you.”


His eyes narrowed, fists clenching as he said, “I walked away from this war. From you.”


Stepping closer, Selene’s tone turned cold. “Then walk away again. But know this—the Dominion isn’t going to let you escape this time.”


A bitter laugh escaped him. “They already took everything. I have nothing left to lose.”


Selene’s expression softened slightly. “There’s always something left to lose.”


Silence enveloped them as her words sank in. Finally, with weariness in his eyes, he asked, “What’s the mission?”


A small, relieved smile touched her lips. “I’ll explain inside.”


Together, they moved toward the fortress, their footsteps echoing against the ancient stone as the wind howled and unseen shadows whispered, hinting at a past that was doomed to repeat.


Inside the fortress, Selene knelt beside a concealed panel and tapped a sequence into the battered console. A soft hum filled the chamber while half-flickering lights sputtered to life. The holographic interface glowed pale blue, casting an eerie light over her determined features.


Cipher stepped closer, his eyes scanning the dim room warily. “Are you sure this place is secure?”


“As secure as anything on this planet can be,” Selene replied quietly. The interface responded with a series of chirps as she input another sequence. “This fortress was once a testing ground. They built these walls to withstand orbital bombardments. We’ll have some privacy while we plan our next move.”


The hologram flickered, revealing a labyrinthine map of the fortress that stretched far underground—twisting corridors, dead-end chambers marked with Dominion insignias, and a massive sealed gate at its heart.


With her eyes narrowing and fingers flying over the controls, Selene continued, “This is why I needed you.”


Cipher’s jaw tightened as he asked, “You want to go down there?”


“Not want to—need to,” she corrected, her gaze cold and resolute. “The Dominion buried something here. Something they never wanted anyone to find. If we’re going to survive what’s coming, we have to know what it is.”


Cipher hesitated, the gravity of her words settling over him. “And you really think it’s worth risking our lives for?”


“I think we have no choice,” she asserted.


The room shuddered as dust tumbled from the ceiling, and the ancient walls groaned as if they were alive, whispering through the stone.


Cipher’s voice turned icy, “Then let’s get this over with.”


They pressed deeper into the fortress, their flashlights carving narrow paths through the darkness. The walls bore the scars of past battles—claw marks gouged into stone, twisted symbols etched into metal—and the heavy scent of decay filled the stagnant air.


The shadows seemed to shift, contorting along the walls before melting back into darkness. An unnatural chill seeped into their bones, and the silence was almost oppressive.


In a barely audible whisper, Selene asked, “Do you feel that?”


Cipher’s eyes darted around the corridor as he answered, “Yeah… we’re not alone.”


A faint, distorted echo reverberated down the passage, sounding like a voice dragged through some dark void, twisted beyond recognition.


Selene’s grip on her weapon tightened. “It’s coming from below.”


They continued onward, the air growing colder and the darkness deeper. The walls were now covered in strange, twisted inscriptions in a language Cipher did not recognize—a script that seemed both ancient and desperate.


Selene’s flashlight flickered, sputtering before it steadied once more. “The power here is unstable, and it’s draining my battery. If it fails, we’ll be left in darkness.”


Cipher’s jaw set firmly. “Then we keep moving.”


Deeper they ventured, the whispers growing louder and more distinct—a chorus of voices chanting in unison, their words echoing ominously through the stone. The air turned even colder, suffused with malice.


Cipher’s heart pounded painfully. “I don’t like this.”


Selene’s eyes were bleak as she replied, “We’re close. Whatever they hid is right down here.”


They finally reached a colossal door, its surface scarred and twisted with black veins crawling across the metal. Here, the whispers reached a fever pitch, reverberating through the corridor and filling their bones with a bitter dread.


“This is it,” Selene stated with quiet determination.


Cipher narrowed his eyes. “Then let’s open it.”


Before them, the massive door loomed—a distorted, scarred barrier with black veins pulsing along its surface. The whispers grew louder, resounding through the passageway with a void-like dread.


Approaching the door, Selene’s trembling fingers touched the console. “This isn’t just a gate—it’s a seal.”


Cipher’s jaw tightened. “A seal for what?”


Her eyes darkened as she replied, “For something the Dominion was terrified of.”


Cipher’s gaze shifted to the twisted writing on the walls. “Then why are we opening it?”


Her resolve remained unshaken. “Because it’s already awake.”


With deliberate keystrokes, she entered the code. The door shuddered as ancient mechanisms groaned into life, and a blast of frigid air surged through the corridor—a gust laced with decay and the echo of anguished screams.


The seal cracked open, and darkness spilled through the widening crevice, coiling and twisting like living smoke.


Cipher stepped back, his heart hammering in his chest. “What is that?”


Selene’s voice came out void and flat, “The reason no one ever made it out of here alive.”









CHAPTER TWO


RUINS OF THE PAST


The darkness writhed like living smoke as it squeezed through the gap, sliding into the corridor with a sickly, pulsing glow. It felt alive—a tangible, coiling shadow that moved with intent while murmurs grew into a dissonant chorus echoing off stone walls, chanting in unison and vibrating the very air.


Cipher stepped back, heart pounding in his ears. “Seal it! Now!” he yelled.


Selene’s fingers flew over the console, her face drained of color. “I can’t— it’s bypassing our controls.”


The darkness surged ahead, twisting along the walls and creeping across the floor. The temperature dropped; the air grew heavy and suffocating. Shadows began to form into distorted faces, mouths agape in silent screams.


In a strained whisper, Selene admitted, “It’s… feeding.”


Cipher’s fists clenched. “Feeding on what?”


Selene’s eyes were empty. “Everything.”


The shadows moved like liquid, slithering along the walls and ceiling and curling ever closer to them. Those ghostly faces seemed intent on watching, their vacant eyes and silent screams an eerie invitation.


“We need to move. Now,” Cipher said, his tone as cold as the air around them.


They turned and ran, the darkness in pursuit, its whispers growing louder, echoing down the stone corridors. “Join us… become one… ascend…” the disembodied voices chanted.


Selene’s pulse raced. “It’s inside our heads… it’s speaking to us,” she gasped.


“Then don’t listen,” Cipher replied sharply.


They fled through twisting corridors, chased by shadows that slithered like living rivers, their clawed tendrils reaching out. The faces in the gloom watched with eerie malice, their silent screams a constant reminder of the terror behind them.


The fortress groaned as its walls trembled, stone cracking under the pressure of the darkness as it oozed through every gap. The structure itself seemed to suffocate beneath the heavy, cold air.


“Keep moving. Don’t look back,” Cipher commanded, though the darkness still lurked behind them with relentless whispers: “Join us… ascend… become one…”


Their footsteps echoed as they raced on, the shadowy figures twisting along every surface. Cipher’s ragged breaths filled the air. “This place… it’s alive.”


Selene’s response was steady despite her fear. “It’s not the fortress—it’s something inside of it, feeding on our terror.”


The chanting voices grew louder, echoing down the corridors with mocking intensity. “Join us… ascend… become one…”


Cipher’s jaw stiffened. “We have to find a way out before it consumes us.”


Then Selene’s flashlight flickered and sputtered out. Darkness swallowed them as she cursed and smacked the flashlight against her palm, but nothing spurred it back to life.


“Stay close. Don’t lose me,” Cipher said calmly but with an edge of urgency.


They moved forward, the darkness twisting around them as though alive—breathing, whispering, its contorted faces shifting hungrily.


“It’s… changing the walls. The corridors are shifting,” Selene noted in a strained whisper.


Cipher’s eyes narrowed. “It’s trying to trap us.”


Rounding a corner, they came to a dead end. The shadows surged forward, coiling like serpents with clawed fingers outstretched.


“We’re not dying here,” Cipher vowed. He slammed his shoulder against the wall, cracking the stones. Selene joined him, pounding the wall until a narrow passage revealed itself.


“Move!” Cipher shouted, and they plunged into the passageway as the darkness screamed behind them, its whispers still chanting: “Join us… become one… ascend…”


The passage wound deeper into the fortress, walls scarred and crumbling as the temperature fell and malice filled the air. The darkness followed relentlessly while Selene’s trembling voice broke through the oppressive silence, “It’s never going to stop, is it?”


Cipher’s gaze burned with fierce determination. “No—it won’t stop until we’re dead.”


They dashed on, pursued by the relentless shadows and the chanting voices that seemed to emanate from the very walls. Cipher admitted between ragged breaths, “We can’t keep running. It’s toying with us.”


Then Selene’s eyes hardened with resolve, “Then we make a stand.”


“How do you fight shadows?” Cipher asked bitterly.


“They aren’t just shadows. They’re something twisted—controlled by whatever lurks here,” she replied.


Cipher’s face set into a grim line. “Then we sever the strings.”


Their path opened into a vast chamber whose walls were lined with cybernetic pods. Wires snaked across the floor, connecting to grotesquely disfigured bodies suspended within—flesh merged with metal, limbs unnaturally elongated, faces forever twisted in agony. Their empty eyes glowed faintly as their mouths were locked in unnatural grins.


The bodies twitched, limbs jerking erratically as metal groaned against bone. The whispers in the chamber rose to a maddening roar, pleading and mocking. “Join us… ascend… become one…”


Cipher’s fists tightened. “They’re not just machines—they’re alive.”


Selene’s eyes blazed with resolve. “They’re puppets. Something is controlling them.”


The abominations clattered out of their pods, limbs snapping into place with sickening cracks as they dropped to the floor—they moved with a speed that defied nature, their twisted forms contorting with every step.


“Then we put them out of their misery,” Cipher said coldly.


They attacked with unnatural speed, the creatures’ bodies fluid and shadow-like as they released inhuman, distorted shrieks. “Aim for the head or sever the limbs! It’s our only chance!” Selene shouted.


Cipher’s weapon roared to life, plasma bolts searing through the air, destroying twisted flesh and melting warped metal. One monster’s head exploded spectacularly, only for another to scramble over its remains, limbs bending in impossible angles.


Plasma bolts flew in unison as they shattered heads and snapped limbs. The grotesque creatures shrieked, dragging their dismembered bodies forward with contorted, grotesque smiles.


Cipher’s heart pounded as more abominations surged forward like an unyielding tide of darkness, their contorted faces fixed in malicious grins. “We need to push through these Screechers. If we get surrounded—we’re finished,” Selene insisted fiercely.


Cipher’s eyes narrowed, “Then we cut them down, every last one.”


Back-to-back, they fought desperately, their weapons glowing fiercely as plasma bolts rained down. Heads shattered, limbs exploded, yet the relentless swarm pressed on, driven by an insatiable hunger.


“How many more?!” Selene gasped between shots.


“Too many,” Cipher replied grimly.


The shadows twisted along the walls, enveloping the Screechers, their clawed figures reaching out as silent screams tore through the air. Cipher fired again, plasma bolts searing through the darkness, illuminating the twisted forms until they convulsed and collapsed.


Even as bodies fell, fresh abominations surged, limbs bending unnaturally, faces slick with malice as they crawled over the fallen, unyielding in their hunger.


“Keep moving. Don’t let them close in,” Selene urged.


They pressed onward, weapons blazing as the chamber shook, stone cracking, and the oppressive darkness swirled, taunting them with its ceaseless refrain: “Join us… ascend… become one…”


“Don’t listen,” Cipher commanded, voice steely. “They’re trying to get inside our heads.”


“They’ll fail,” Selene replied, her tone fierce and unwavering.


Side by side, they fought deeper into the heart of the fortress, plasma bolts carving through the malevolent shapes as the manic whispers of the abyss echoed around them. Their determination did not waver, even as the voices grew desperate and wild.


Every step forward was a struggle for survival. Cipher muttered through gritted teeth, “They were people… once.”


Selene’s voice came out hollowly, “The Dominion turned them into monsters—for power, for control.”


“It doesn’t matter now. They’re gone,” Cipher said in a low, frigid tone. “We need to get that information and get out.”


They hurried through a winding corridor of scarred, crumbling stone. Selene’s flashlight sputtered back to life, though she warned, “The battery’s failing. We need to move faster.”


Cipher’s eyes were sharp with urgency, “This place is ancient and falling apart. If the power dies completely, we’re trapped.”


Deeper they ventured, the whispers growing in clarity—a unified chant echoing through cold, malicious air. Finally, they entered a massive chamber, its walls lined with broken monitors and shattered consoles, and wires hanging like dead vines amid the decay.


“This is the control room. The research files should be here,” Selene said, narrowing her eyes.


“Then let’s find them and get out,” Cipher asserted.


At the central console, its screen cracked and flickering with static, Selene’s fingers danced over the keys as Cipher kept a wary eye on the darkness slithering along the walls like smoke.


“The files are encrypted,” she said tensely. “This might take a minute.”


“Then hurry,” Cipher urged. “We don’t have much time.”


Selene’s hands trembled as she worked through the encryption. “It’s in the system… it’s fighting me. It doesn’t want us to have these files.”


“Then fight back and get the data. This mission ends now,” Cipher said firmly.


The monitors sparked, distorting until faces—twisted, contorted, grinning in unnatural ways—flashed on the cracked screen. The desperate, frantic whispers surged: “Join us… ascend… become one…”


“Not today,” Selene declared with unwavering determination as the encryption fell away. Files flooded the screen—experiment logs, research notes, video feeds—that exposed the Dominion’s dark experiments.


“We have what we need. Now, let’s get out of here,” Cipher said coldly.


“Agreed,” Selene replied.


They turned to leave as the darkness twisted and coiled, reaching for them while the haunting chant persisted: “Join us… ascend… become one…”


They sprinted through winding corridors, shadows swirling around like smoke along the walls and floor.


“This way…I think,” Cipher said, voice firm.


“If this place collapses, we’re done for. We have to move—now,” Selene insisted.


The fortress groaned again, its walls trembling, stones cracking as dust cascaded from the ceiling. At the edge of their vision, the darkness shifted, always watching, the whispers growing louder: “Join us… ascend… become one…”


Selene’s heart hammered as she spoke, “It’s still trying to get in our heads.”


“Let it try,” Cipher replied fiercely. “It’ll fail.”


They charged through the distorting corridors, the ground trembling underfoot as the clawed tendrils of darkness reached out. The walls shuddered, stone cracked, and the fortress’s structure began to crumble under the oppressive weight of the shadow.


Selene’s flashlight beam sputtered back on briefly. “The exit’s just ahead. We’re almost there.”


“Then let’s move before this place buries us,” Cipher urged.


They dashed toward the light, the darkness surging behind with its relentless chant: “Join us… ascend… become one…”


Bursting through the exit, cold air slapped their faces as they stumbled into the open, the ground shaking beneath their feet. Behind them, the fortress collapsed—stone crumbled, shadows twisting in a final, chaotic dance as they swallowed the structure whole.


Cipher’s eyes burned with determination. “It’s collapsing.” Wide-eyed, Selene cried, “We have to keep moving. Now!”


They ran across the wasteland, where the earth trembled and the darkness flowed like sinister rivers. The collapsing fortress was consumed completely by the writhing shadow as the final echoes of the chant—“Join us… ascend… become one…”—faded into the void.


But Cipher and Selene didn’t listen. They kept running, despite aching limbs, ragged breaths, and pounding hearts. They had the proof they needed, and now, survival was their only chance.









CHAPTER THREE


ESCAPE FROM VOSS-KAEL


The barren wasteland sprawled out before them—an endless stretch of dust and rock under a sky crowded by roiling, swirling clouds. The wind screamed as it swept up the scent of ash and decay while behind them, the fortress’s ruins disintegrated, swallowed by creeping shadows and tumbling into an abyss.


Cipher’s chest rose and fell violently with ragged breaths, his heart thundering in his ears. His body screamed with exhaustion, muscles burning, yet they had escaped. They were still alive.


Beside him stood Selene, her shoulders rigid, her eyes locked on the collapsing stronghold. Her face was drained, her expression stark. “It’s... it’s devouring everything,” she murmured.


Cipher’s jaw clenched and his fists tightened. “Then we keep moving— before it consumes us too.”


They turned their backs on the crumbling ruins, footsteps echoing against the desolate ground as they headed toward the horizon. The wind’s mournful howls mingled with the twisting shadows that slithered along the ground like living smoke, watching, waiting. Faint, distant whispers drifted on the breeze, murmuring, “Join us… Ascend… Become one…”


Selene’s eyes narrowed in resolve. “It’s not surrendering. It’s still hunting us.”


Cipher’s tone turned cold and determined. “Let it come. We have what we need—evidence of what the Dominion did… proof of their creation.”


Her gaze softened for a moment as she asked, “They never stood a chance, did they?”


Cipher’s jaw tightened further. “No, they were doomed the moment the Dominion started meddling with things they couldn’t comprehend.”


As they moved deeper into the wasteland, shadows danced around them and whispers echoed in the emptiness. The air grew cold and oppressive, the ground shuddered beneath their steps, cracks forming while the shadows crept through every opening, twisting and reaching like dark tendrils.


In a quiet voice, Selene warned, “It’s... it’s growing stronger.”


Cipher’s grip on his resolve hardened. “Then we keep moving. We don’t stop—not until we’re off this planet.”


The darkness seemed to watch them, its murmurs persisting as it waited for its chance. Suddenly, Cipher’s head snapped up, his eyes widening. “The Irons. Erebus and Revenant are our only shot at outrunning those shadows.”


With fierce determination, Selene replied, “Then we run. Now.”


They broke into a sprint across the barren land, their boots pounding the cracked earth as dust swirled around them. The twisting shadows followed relentlessly, flowing like smoke as they taunted and pleaded with eerie, insistent chants: “Join us… Ascend… Become one…”


The dark forces surged, coiling around them like grasping fingers, their shapes warping and bending into impossible forms as the air grew stiflingly heavy. Selene’s ragged breaths and racing heartbeat echoed her urgency, “Faster. We’re almost there.”


On the horizon loomed the silhouettes of their Iron Knights—massive war machines, Erebus and Revenant, their battered armor and cold, glowing eyes standing as unwavering sentinels in the desolation.


Cipher’s jaw set resolutely. “Almost there… Keep moving.”


As the shadows shrieked and taunted with their mocking refrain, “Join us… Ascend… Become one…” the darkness surged forward again. The shadows twisted like rivers of smoke, coiling and lunging with claw-like strikes. The very earth trembled as fissures formed, allowing the creeping dark to seep up.


With a commanding tone, Selene declared, “We’re not dying here. Not today.”


Arriving at their Iron Knights, both Cipher and Selene trembled with fatigue, their hearts pounding with desperation. Cipher’s fingers flew over the controls as the cockpit hissed open and the neural link sparked to life with Erebus recognizing him immediately.


Selene dove into Revenant, merging with the cockpit as its systems whirred on and screens blinked into existence. “Time to move. We get to a ship, and we get off this rock.”


Cipher steered Erebus toward the ever-pursuing darkness. “I’ve got a ship. We just need to reach it.”


The shadows lunged, twisting and surging at the Iron Knights, their silent screams and malignant eyes poised for attack. Cipher’s voice remained icily resolute, “Burn them.”


The roar of Erebus’s weapons filled the air as plasma bolts ripped through the darkness, searing and disintegrating the shadows. In unison, Revenant’s cannons blazed with brilliant light that tore through the dark mass until the whispers receded, their taunting chant now quieter: “Join us… Ascend… Become one…”


Bursting through the veil of darkness, Erebus and Revenant tore across the desolate land, thrusters screaming as they flung aside swirling dust. The relentless shadows followed in their wake, writhing like serpents— hungry, persistent, and cruel.


Cipher’s eyes locked on the distant horizon. “We can’t let up—not until we’re off this planet.”


Over the comm, Selene’s voice crackled with fierce determination, “We outrun them, whatever it takes.”


In perfect unison, their Iron Knights surged forward, engines roaring as they pressed toward the extraction point. Though the shadows howled and whispered sinister threats—“Join us… Ascend… Become one…”— Cipher’s tense shoulders betrayed his growing recognition of their looming menace. “It’s like they’re alive—they feed off our fear.”


Selene’s reply was steely, “Then we give them nothing.”


They raced onward, the shadows clawing at every step, twisting and contorting as dark rivers of despair. The extraction point materialized ahead—a landing pad cocooned among jagged rocks, with a sleek extraction ship waiting, its engines softly humming as if promising escape. It was their sole hope.


Cipher’s voice was as cold as the wasteland, “Almost there. We don’t stop.”


“Not for anything,” Selene affirmed.


The shadows surged as they reached the pad, twisting and coiling like ethereal smoke while the oppressive air grew colder still. The haunting whispers escalated: “Join us… Ascend… Become one…” The cargo bay door of the extraction ship slid open with a hiss as they scrambled aboard, the hatch sealing behind them. The ship’s engines roared to life.


Cipher bellowed over the command console, “Get us out of here! Now!”


The extraction ship roared into action, its thrusters blazing as the ground fell away. The howls of the darkness echoed in futile protest, their voices a fading chorus of mocking pleas: “Join us… Ascend… Become one…” The power of the thrusters burned away the menacing dark, propelling them higher and faster until the cursed world shrank beneath them and the shadows were left whispering in the void.


Through the viewport, Selene could only watch the planet—scarred and spiraling with chaotic shadows—fade into the distance. The whispers dissolved, the malevolent dark receding into silence. Cipher’s jaw set in determination as he finally said, “We made it.”


Selene exhaled slowly, her strength waning, “For now.”


Yet as they glanced back at the battered sphere, both knew it wasn’t truly over. The extraction ship drifted through space, its engines a soft hum against the eternal void. Though the shadows were now far behind, the memory of their whispers clung to Cipher like a curse.


Across the cramped cabin, Selene’s face appeared pale and haunted. The surge of adrenaline was ebbing, replaced by exhaustion and an unsettling emptiness that gnawed at her. She stared at her soot-stained, bloodspattered hands as they trembled.


Breaking the silence, Cipher said quietly, “We did it. We got out.”


Selene’s eyes met his, laden with anguish. “Did we? After everything we saw… everything we did… did we really escape?”


With a tightened jaw and rigid posture, Cipher replied, “As long as we’re still breathing, it means something.” Even so, his voice wavered under the crushing weight of the darkness and the echoes of the Screechers still ringing in his memory.


Leaning back against the cold metal wall, Selene murmured, “Those things... the Screechers... they were once human. They had lives, families, hopes. Then the Dominion twisted them into monsters.” Her voice cracked under the strain of guilt.


Cipher’s fists clenched until his knuckles went white. “They tried to play god, meddling with forces they couldn’t comprehend. And they paid the ultimate price.”


Selene’s tone grew bitter as she added, “But they didn’t suffer alone. Every soul on that planet was a casualty of the Dominion’s arrogance.”


Hardening his resolve, Cipher stated, “Then we make them pay. We have the evidence. We expose them and tear their lies apart.”


A flicker of hope surfaced in Selene’s eyes as she whispered, “And then what? Do we spark a war? Bring down the Dominion?” Her voice trembled under the immense burden of their mission.


Cipher’s voice, though resolute, was filled with grim determination, “If that’s what it takes. We fight until they all fall, until no one else has to suffer their greed.”
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